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Sir  William  Osler  bequeathed  his  library  to  McGill  University  in  1919; 
a  decade  later,  the  8000  volumes  arrived  in  Montreal.    Then,  as  now, 
the  collection  consisted  of  primary  works  (“rare  books”),  secondary 
commentaries, and current works on the history of the health sciences. 
In the last 80 years the collection has grown considerably and the library 
now  adds  about  1,000  books  to  its  collection  yearly  (mainly  current 
publications) and receives 200 current serial titles. The Osler Library is 
one of the largest “history of medicine” libraries in the world and the 
largest of its kind in Canada. The library tries to collect current material 
on the history of the health sciences from all over the world and attempts 
to collect all medical history published in Canada. The Osler offers its 
resources to researchers and students through its website, publications 












The librarian of today, and it will be true still 
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dragons interposed between the people and the 
books.  They  are  useful  public  servants,  who 
manage libraries in the interest of the public... 
Many think still that a great reader, or a writer of 
books, will make an excellent librarian. This is 
pure fallacy.   
- William Osler, (1) 
The Osler Library of the History of 
Medicine: McGill’s Medical 
Memory
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of the State of Maryland; and at Oxford, he was 
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than eight editions and was translated into French, 
\=1;C?M" R/C?2>4M" [.15A3A=>=M" -42?=>=" C?@"
hA>>2C?"'K(H"bE>B=12C?";=@2<2?=c"7=<C;=">A<4"C"
31=C5"2?5=1=>5"54C5"bE>B=1"-BA7>c":=1="=>5C7B2>4=@"
541.A34.A5" 54=" :.1B@H" R.;=M" >A<4" C>" 54.>=" 2?"
54="e?25=@"R5C5=>M"D.?@.?M"!C/C?"C?@"C5" <\2BBM"
<.?52?A="5.@C0M"54.A34"?.:"54=0";.1=".F5=?"@2><A>>"




health are closely connected to living conditions. 
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  Osler  had  instructed  that  the  library 
should have a Board of Curators, whose existence 
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  Much  has  changed  since  Francis  died.   
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shrine,  architecturally  a  cross  between  a  church 
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addition to books and archives, the library has a 
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fonds  are  also  available  in  a  database  linked  to 
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  An earlier version of this article was originally 
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A library represents the mind of its collector, his 
fancies and foibles, his strength and weakness, 
his prejudices and preferences. Particularly is 
this the case if to the character of a collector he 
adds - or tries to add- the qualities of a student 
who wishes to know the books and the lives of 
the men who wrote them. The friendships of his 
life, the phases of his growth, the vagaries of 
his mind, all are represented.   
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health sciences, including institutional histories and 
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